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Abstract ,

. >
,Children's Comprehension

he present study ,investigated childre0s.comprehensIon of reading

material_ which was of either high- or low-ihterest: Previous research

indicates that childreri comprehend more of high- than lom-interest.

material When each- child is .given.e.mixture-of 60th .types of material.
4.

This effect couid.be due to a dx3ntrast effect whereby childreh seiwctively

.respond to the more appealing passages in their set 0 passages. In ,

the present study'each child recervea-either all high-interest passages
?

or all"low-ipterest Passages but not both. Fifth grade children's

interests were assessed using a pl-cture rating techniAue. Orie week

later each child read cCoze passages corresponding to the child's ,
.1

highest or lowest rated topics. Children's cloze respioses were scored

by the typical exact reptacement method and by a method which 4ncluded

synonyms as correct. Results were that children comprehended more of

high- than low-interest material, suggesting that the interest effect

is not dependent on a contrast phenomeWon. Synonym production data

indicate high- achieving children generated more synorlyms than

low-achi children and that boys produCed more synonyms thanigjris..
4

In contrast to the Oft-statecLconctusion in the literaitpre, there appears

to be some informational value of scoring synonyms as'correct.

,
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2.

Children's Comprehension of High- and Low-Interest Material'and a

Comparison of Two Cloze Scoring Methods

Recent evidence indicates that children's reading comprehension is

affected by their level of inte'rest in the content of the material

(Asher and Markell, 1974). Fifth-grade children's interests were

individually assessed using a picture-rating technique. Children rated

the internst value of each of 25,photographic slides. One week later

each child received six passages, three of which corresponded to his or

her highly-rated topicsSnd three of which corresponded to topics

that were rated low. ;All passages were presented in cloze format ,

(TaylOr, 1953) with every fifth word deleted. The child's task was to

read the passage md replace eac-i -J..- the missing words.

Asher and Parkell's findings if (floated_ that girls' reading per-
.

formance was slightly affected by their interest In the reading material

and that boysl performance was etrongly affected by the interest level

of the material. On low-interest material and on a school-administered

reading achievement test,.boys performed significantly poorer than girls.

However, on the high-interest material the sex difference was elimlinated.

These results have potentially important implidations for the assessment

of children4s reading ability; givInN.children passages.of low interest

TrIy'serlously undereStimate some childr'en's abilitysforgai'n information

from written materiAl.
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The researih methodology in the Asher and Markell study represents

an advance over; earlier investigations of the effect of interesf on

reading -comprehension. One element is the individualized assessment

of children's interests independent of any particular reading material.

In one study (Schnayer, 1967); children's ist in a topic was

measured after they read a passage on that topic and had been tested

for comprehension. This procedure confounds the reading comprehension

measure with'tne interest assessment procedure. Children's interest

reports could be a function of either their comprehension of the material

or its topic appeal. In other studies, normative data on children's

interests have,iee used to select passages Mernstein, 1955; Klein, 1969;
. (Li

Stanchfield, /96 ). Since individual children's Interests differ from

, group norms . not all boys like basketball), using group norms

instead of ndividual assessment intrCduces consid,W1e experimental

*

Second, the Asher and Markel! study used a large number of passages

sampled from a wide array of reading topics. In much of the previous

research only two passages have been used, one which is supposedly

high-interest and the other which is intended 'to be of low-interest (e.g.

Dorsel, 1975; Klein, 1969). This restricted sampling increases the

likelihood that results obtained are limited to the particular pasages

'employed.

5.
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Finally, the use of the cloze procedure as a measure of compre-

hension has several advantagesf (I) it provides objective and repycable

procedures.for creating test items on any given sample of reading material;

(2) it produces reliabie scores; and (3) cloze scores correlate highly

with standardized reading achievement test scores (Bormuth, 1967; 1968;

Rankih and Culhane, 1969). Previous studies of interest effects often

have used reading achievement tests specifically developed for each study

withno prior demonstration of test reliability or validity (Begnsteln,

1955; Stanchfiello. 1967). In many cases item selection appears to have

been arbitrary.

The present study focuses on two eysues. First, the generallty of

the Asher and Markell findings is examined: In their study each child

received both high-interest and low-interest passages." It is conceivable

that the results obtained were dependent on a contrasteffect whereby

children selectively responded to the more interesting passages in their

set of materials. Rarely in the school day are children assigned reading

material that provides stich clearly identifiable variation in topic

appeal. In the present study,-the possibility that 'e contrast effect

would operate was eliminated by'employing a between-subjects design in

which each child was given elther a41 high-interest Or all low-interest

passages. No effett of interest would be expected if the effect is

dependent on a contratt phenomenon. lf, however, the interest effect

is not dependent on a contrast effect then the original findinghould

be replicQted with a.between-subjects design.

6
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The second issue examined in the present research is whether .the

val4dity of the cloze procedure is increased by accepting synonyms.as

well es exact replaCements of the deleid words. 'Asher and Markell (1974)

scored a response as correct only if it was an exact replacement or e

misspelied exact-rejilacement of.a deleted word. This procedure follows

the oftrcited conclusion-that accepting synonyms does not increase the

Validity of the procedure and only increases inefficiency and subjeetivity
*

of scoring. (BorMuth,_ 1965; JongsMa, 1974;.Taylor, 1953).

*

There may be.reason to question the, generality of this conclusion.

Most studies favoring the,use of exact replacement scoring systemiavtt
z-\

used passages rather than individualfreaders as thenrunit'of analysis.

Cloze scOring methods are compared in terms of Plow they di.scriminate

passages which vary in4reading difficulty level. Two most frequently

), cited studies are by Taylor (1953) and Bormuth (.1965)6. Using a small
)

J

sample of readers' (N = 12) and pagillhes 0 = 3), Taylor. (1953) compared

an exact scoring method with a weighted scoring method in which partial

credit was given for synonym r'eplacerpe9ts. The weighted scoring method

raised scores for each of the -3 passagg but did not change the ranking

of the passgesJ,in terms ofIfficulty. In a moreextenSive study,

with 50 reader4 and 20 passages, Bormuth (1965).found that the exact

replacement method discriminated among the passages slitCy better

than the exact plus synonym scorIngffigthod.'

hough the exect method best discriminates'among passages, the

exact plus synonym method might best disciminate between individual \

7
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readers. For example, readers who comprehend mgre of.a p'assage might
f-

produce more synonyms than poorer readers. A few studies have compared

various ,cioze scoring systems using the individual-as t, nit of analysis.

The approach has een to correlate cloze scores With achievement test

scores to'determine which scoring method produces the highest correlation.

Bormuth (1965) found that the exact replacement score correlate,d..82
1

with achielment Scores while a score based on the''humber of syhonyms °or-

. ,

related .64 with achievement scores. Unfortunately; an exact,plus

41111

* ,

nclusynonym scoring category was no ded in these analyses.
4

The cor-

relation of an exact plus synonym scoriqg system with achievement scores

is the critical test; a scorrng system based on synabyms alone would

not likely be used.

* ,

-'One study which compared exact and/exact plus synonym scoring systems

was dcre by Ruddell (1964). Six differen=f-passages were '1.1;ed. For all

six ppssages the split-hOf reliability coefficients were higher with
4

the exact plus synonym scores than'for the exact replacement scores. For,

41

two of the passages the difference was sig ficant.. Ruddell found-

significant differences in the validity of the exact and exact us

%.< 4
synonym scoring methOds as measured by correlations of cloze cores on

each-passage 71th achievement scores. However, 5 of the '6 co relations

with exact plus syvonym,scores were slightly higher than thos with exact

scores.)

La 8
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In another study whih compared scoring systems, Schoelles (1971)

%hound highbr correlations between exact plus'synonym scores and achieve-

e

ment test Scores than between exact replacement scores atidqachievement

a.

scores. For secbnd grade c11Ldren,.4be correl,atiOn'for exact plus

synonym sd6ces was .94, am* for' the exaCt sCores, .89. siXth graders,
4

the eXact pluS,synony6 scoreS correlated .82 with adhievement scores and

tjexact scores correiated .58. .---.
.0.

--
.,-.

lt seems, then, that scdring synonym" cbrrect'does not alter the

fribution of pasgage score's but it may in' end's the way in which the(
. ,

11::::
res of-individual readers are distr4butediL-HOwever, interpretation

.
,

of previous research is madeparticularly difficult, since only,Ruddetl

(1964) has-provided information on,how synOnyms were defined and none Of

the studies have reported tta on how reliable judges are in deciding

? /T
whether a response is a Synonym.

).

The present study examined aher the' elation of children's

cloze scores and their readeg achievement test scores.inCreases by

it
.

accepting synonyms as correct. The present study also investigated

whether the.production of synonymg I Ufferentrally affected by the

.interest level of the material. if children are more motivated on high

interest material, then they might poduce more synonyms as well as more

exact responses. Alternatively,-children .4140ht bejless familiar with

the voc8bulary on low-intefest mateal, resyting in the production of

more imprecige but near-correct responses of this type of material.

Fiy.Ings regarding the production of synonyms, then, could be suggestive

o

9
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of the type of processes thef-are operating w R children'read high-

Children's Comprehension

8

and 16w-interest material.

MethOd

Sub'ects

The study was conducted ergAteen ionths after Asher and Markell's
_

in the same schooj and grade level_ .SeventY7five childrenrparficipated.

\ I.
N
N

. i

, .

They constituted the entire fifth-grade population of.the s&odglkexCept A

for four chifdren,who were rel5batedly absent. Achievement teSt data,:
t

from the schOor-administered Scholastic Testin Service Educational
-1 -,-
-.

Development Series readingachfevement test vcve available for 71 of

the 75 children. Accordingly; four children were eliminated for the
,

/sample. Anot r child assigned fo the low-inter st condltyon was elimin-
, ,

oat se even her five-lowest rated topics averaged above the midpoint

of the-scale. Of the final sample of 70 children, 38 were girls and 32

were boys. The children's average IQ on a school-administered STS

Educational Development Series ability test was 107.

Materials

Interest Slides

. Twenty-five color slides were used to assess interests. Each slide

represented a single themeor topic and the topics covered a'wlde range

of interest 'areas. The topics are listed below in the

order in whichithey ito5re presented to children

10

randomly se(ected
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If

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.1

7.

8.

9.

t.

Forest
Jet Airpfane
Priest
Dogs
Asiblauts
BrId4
Calf
Basketball
Butterflies

10.

II.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

Children's Comprehension
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°

Marionettes 19. Circus.
Monkey 20. Race Cars
Flowers

V

21. Canoe-
Bullfighting 22. Model Trains
Skiing .23% Mother and.Child

_

Food . 24. Insects :

Living RooM 25. Cats
Maps
Painting --

e'14

.
....

,

Reading Materials *
.

Twentx-five passages4from the Britannica Jojor Encyclopedia (1970)

were used. This source was originally selected by Asher and Markell (1974r

because it is written for elementary school children in the fourth grade

or above (Walsh,. 1973) and provides a wide range of topics in a more con-

'sistent style than-would be obtained lrom diverse sources. The'passages.

corresponded in topic to the25 photographs. Each passage was transformad

Into a ten item doze passage by deleting 'tenth word and every'fifth
, 4

word thereafter. An entire.sentence follow the last deletion. Eaph

deletidlp was replaced with a I5-space line on Which children could print

their repla nts.

Procedure

The i terest

'administer d in two

tested their

i.

:-/, i

,

nt and the reading coMbrehensiN task wera
4

separata,sesilonione week. apart; The children were
.,_ ., .

classrooms (hiring their reading period. Different experl-

menters dministered ihe two sessions to minimize the pdssibility that

children would perceive the onhectpn between the interest assrssment and

*
the reading actiiiity.

# '
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Experimenter I told the chi I dren, " I.' d I i-ke to find out about -what
... -

kids are interested in. I'm gcg to show you 25-slides:-. For aCh slide

l'dTTge you to mark, on the sheets we,'H give you, how intere ting the

picture is-to you,. Who knows' what 'interesting' means?" After a /kw

cHldren had respOnded, Experimenter .1 summarized their comments by saying,
°

"So, something is jrcteresting when you '1 ike it and would I ike to find out

chi Id a form

with twenty-flve 1-7 rating scales, and drew a 1-7 ca e on thg black-%

boa rd . At t e low' end 'of sach scale .,ere the t at ail interesting"

lmore about it." Experimenter -I then distributed t c leach

and, 14 high, end, "very interesting." The nature and use of the rating:
(ma

sta le were exp I a i ned: .

"If a pictureels very interesting to you--if yqu like it very much

and want to know more about it--mark a number al this end ofeithe scale.

(The experimenter pointed -ro Numbers 5, 6, and 7 of the scare on the black-
,

board.) You can mark it with a circle, an X, a check, or whatever you want.

If a picture i.s not at all Interestirig ;to` you--if you don't like It and

wouldn't- cars, to find out more about it--mark a number at -the low ent of

-Rua scale. (The experimenter pointed to the Numbers, 1,2; and 3 of the

sc2e.) If the pictiire is cif medium interest-to you--if olle it but
6

don't li'ke it a lot-quark a number here.(The experimenter pOinted +o

*lumbers 3,4, and.5.) Let's try an example for practice,' If 1 shoWed

a p icture of a pi le of do I I ar b I Is, what number wou I d you thOose? (The
.

laxperimenter 1 ed on severa I students. ) I f I showed a pic re .of a .p I ece
24 /

12
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of,dirt, what number would you choose? ,(The experimentç again called

on sevOral.students.) So 01 can see that differept,people are Interested.

in different things. If anyone has any questions, raise your hand and

I'll try to answer them. (Experjmenter I then presented the slides

announcing the number of each one as it waS projectep.) Here's P.icture
tot

.Number I Here's Picture Number2 etc."

The slides were presented at the rate.of approximately one every 10

seConds. When all pictures had been rated, the children were asked

write their names on their rating sheet.

Reading Comprehension Task

One week after the interest assessment, Experlmenter'2 gave the child-

ren five cloze passages to read. Children were randomly assigned te either

the high- or low-interest conditions. Those in the high-interest condition

rece ved cloze passages that,corresponded to their five highest-rated

pictures. Those in the low-interest condition received gloze pissages

that corresponded to their flve lowest-rated picture. When topics shared

the fifth highest or fifth lowest ratings they werelxrandomly selected

from those topics sharing equal rat'ngs. Five passages were used because

the sixth lowest-rated topics, on the average, tend to be moderately

rated. Using six passages per child would therefore have weakened the

high-versus low-interest manipulation.

Each of the five cloze passages, qppropriately titled in upper-case

letters, was mimeographed on 8 1/2 X 5 I/2-inch paper and enclosed in a

legal-size envelope. The envelopes were numbered from one to five to

13
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specify the order in which the pass4es were to be read. The particular

order of the five passages was randomly agned for each child. In

addition to these five envelopes each child received an additional envelope

which contained a xeading enjoyalent scale. The purpose of this scale was

to learn whsther children In the'high-interest condition enjoyed their

material mora than chi14ren in the low-Interest condition. The item was:.

"I enjoyed the paragraph; 1 just-finished reading." Below the item wake

1-7 scale with "disagree" under the "k" and "agree" under the "7".

Before children were given the envelopes, E;.4erimenter 2 gave -the

folielCiing Instructions:

"I am going to show you a reading game. (Experimenter 2 gave 4ach

a

cf
child a sample paragraph.) This is a paragraph with some words mis41ng.

The idea is to read the paragraph and decide what words are missing. Each
4

paragraph has 10 missing spaces. Take a minute to look at the paragraph.

(The experimenter paused.) OK. -Now I'll read the paragraph with all of

the words in it. You follow along with me. (The experimenter read the

sample paragraph aloud, collected the sample paragraph from each child'and

then Ove each child the test envelopes.)".

" You now have six erAlopes. Five have paragraphs in them. Start

with the first paragraph and try to fill in all the missing words. When

you are done with alOgragraph, put it back in the envelope and put it aside

orillpur desk. Then you can go on to the second envelope; then the third,

fourth, and fifth. Once you put a paragraph back in the envelope you can't

go back. Do you have any questions?' OK. Read each paragraph carefully

.and try to fill in the missing words. I can't help youread any of the

1 4
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words, but if you have trouble spelling any words False your hand and I

mill help. Spelling doesn't oaunt In this.game. If you are having

trouble, don't get q4ck. Go on' to the next blank or a new paragraph.

You have 40 minutai for the five paragraphs. lot shOuld be plenty of time. .

Any guestions?"

"When you are done with the five,paragraphs, open the next envelope.

161'1;

.

It contains a guestiOn about how much you enjoyed /Aiding th4Oparagraphs.'

If you enjoyed it very much circle one of the hr6her numbers. ,lfityou

didn't enjoy it, circle one of the.low numbers. You can circle one of

the numbers in the middle If that is how you feel. Got the idea?' Any

guesflont? OK. You can begin."

When each chied was finished, Experimenter 2 collected the material

and unobtrusively recorded the tire. The average time for eomplailing the

task was 18 minutes.

C.

Cloze scoring method

Ea,elik child received two scores, one based on the number of exa.ct

replacements supplied and one.based on the umber of exact reRlacements

plus synonyms. Supplied words were counted as correct despite spelling

errors if the supplied word was clearly recognizable. Since there were

five passages with ten deletiont each, a child's score could range from

0-50.

A rule was needed for deciding whether a response wes a synonym. A

Thesaurus offers an objective basis for deciding about synonyms; however,

15
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many.passage words,were not lista-there. Th scoring procedure used here

' was as follows: One person, blind to the experimental hypotheses, scored'

the paesages for exact replacements only, (spelling ercbrs were alJowed),

and then listed,on.separate sheets of paper the incorrect responses that.

children provided for each item. These nesponses- were listed Alrect)y

under a heading wRich was the,cbrrect response. These lists were then .

given to three judges (1 male and 2 female college stUdents) who'were

-

also unaware of the purpose.of the experiment. AudgeS were insyucted'
A

to put a check mark next to each of the responses that-were synotlymous with '

the correct response.

The instructions given to the Judges far Identifying words op Synonims

were as follows:

"The flollo:Th nition of synonyms will be used: "A is a synonym
0

of B if A and B have t e same meaning. (The task here requires your

judgments Ofl whaf we call 'synonyms in context'. A and 8 are synonyms in

the context of a passage If they maintain the meaning of the sentence an

of the passage Intended by-the Author. Therefore in judgingriiards as

to whether or not they are synonyms in the context of the passage you

j
should check that part of the assage Imm i'ediatelybefore and mmediately

'after the blank. Read the s tence in which the blank is found and the

sentence following it so you get the idea the author is trying to get

across."

1 6
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I

"In judging words as synonyms, remember that spelling rrors do
fr- (

count unless they lead to change in tense or number (e.g., choose, and

toy. should not be thought of as incorrect spelling of.cheae and boys).

The synonym in context must be of the same terse and nUmbe the original

word; thus, was and is are not synonyms in ocntext nor are tand are.

.jhe words Oust also be of the same grammatica 'case; thus we and tis.arlit
.

not gynonyms in'context. The words must be g mmatically correttAiiith res-

pect to the,sentence, thus a and an would n be synon7."

AbOut an hour of training was provided on completely unrelated passages

AO,
tb'ensuee that judges understood the task and the definitibn Of a Synonym.

lnterjudge agreement (number of-agreements divided by the total number

of items) averaged 93% befween each pair of judges (Judge A and B =

93%; Judge B and C = 95%; Judge A anffl C = 925). However, synonyms-,

Occurred infrequemtly (children averaged only 2.8 synonyms out of 50

deletions). MOst of the non-exact responses that children produced

were clearly not synonyms. Because of the high number of non-synonym

judgments, a strong agreement among judges would be expected by chance. .

Thus the 935 figure may not be an accurate indication of reliability

'of synonym judgments. A more appropriate measure of agreement for

these data is kappa, K (Cohen, 1960; Light, 1171); which calculates

the proportion of joint judgments in which there is agreement after

chance agreement is-excluded. The k value obtained for thls data was

.615, Z = 2.730, p<.01. Table I peesents observed and expected agree

ments and disagreements of the synonym judgments. As can be seen in.

1 7
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the.table7, all agreements among jadeconcerningboth synonym (S)

and non-syponyms CD'are higher than would be expected by chance. All

disagreements are less than wO0d,be expected by chance. Thus, synonym

judgments were found to,be neli4ble. Each child reCeived,credit

Insert Table I here

for a synonym if his or her non-exact.replacement was judged to be a,

synonym by at least two Of the three judges.

. Results

Standardized'Readind AchThmemenit

et The STS Educational Development Series reading achtemement test had

been administered bi the school prior to the study. Data fromthe test

were analyzed to learn whether males and 4rnles differed in their

standardized test performance and whether chi/trentendomly assigned to

high- and low-intefest conditiens wererof siMilar reading ability. The

reading comprehension score forboys was 29.3 and for girls was 28.5.

The difference Is not statistically significant, t (68) = .32. Further

intpectIon of achievement data indicated that despite random assignment

to condition, boys in the low-interest condition (T( = 31.7) tended to

be higher achievers than boys iA the high-interest condition (T( = 26.6),

t (30) = 17455, p< .15. Acoordingly, analyses performed here on the effect

of interest on children's performance used st reading scores .

as a covariate. In this way any potentially confoundAtifects ofi

reading abifity on performancein high- rnd low- interest condons

were statistically removed.,

18

4

' n



4 Children's Comprehension

17

Preference Ratings
Apok

The post-reading preference ratings made bylily5 and girls in the

high- and low-interest conditions were first oomparedi./A 2 x 2 (Sex x

Interest) analysis of covariance was performed with the preference rating

as the dependent variable and standardized reading achievement scores as

the oovariate. The adjusted ratings are presented irlithe top spanner of

Table 2. Results inCiiCated that childi-en who recefived ttje high-interes

material expressed significantly more enjoyment than children who received

low-intecest material, F (1,65) 418, p< .05.1/2Voys and Of-Is-rated
.

4 2

the reading material similarly, F (1,65) = .15, and the interadOmon
aer

1

.1

betweeii sex and interest was not significant, R (I,65)= 1.43. Both

boys and girlls, then, preferred the passages that correspondedto their -

1
high-interest areas. These results 4alidate the use of the picture rating

' _technique Since the picture ratings predicted the reading preferences for

both sexes.

. .

Insert Table'2 about here

Reading Comprehension

Next, the effects of sex and interest on children's readilig,compre-

, 1 4
hension were examined. To facilitate comparison with Asher and Markell's

findings an analysis was first performed on dlo,:e performance based on

exact replacements only. A 2 x 2 (Sex x Inte.-.1-rst) analysts of covariance

was performed with standardized read* achievement scores as the covariate

and cloze scores as the dependent variable. Results of this analysis

1 9
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-

(middle.spanner, Table 2) indicated that the effect of interest was' r

1

significant, F (1,65) = 4.41, p< .05, with childrendicompreheridiing more

of high- than low-interest material'. A second result was that the

**effect of sex was not significant, 5, (1,65) = .38. Thit finding

parallels the lack.of a significant sex difference on the standardized

reading achievement test. Fin4ly, the interactio of sex an0 interest

was not significant, F (1,65) = .02. The lack of interaction resul ed

A0115,-

from the fact that both boys and girls did better'on e high-I

than low-interest materiali This trtsts with th

and Markell (1974) whd, ys' performance was strongly n luenced
..

r*
the interest Ijj afe$;bugirIs ; performance was not.

-

-Another x into:net variance an sis was performed with reading

achievement scores as the coverlet and the exact plus synohym scores
- .

,as the.dependent meOture. 'The adjusted exact plus synonym cloze scores

are presented in the bottom spanner of Table 2. This analysis produced
t

fqindings similar to those'using exact replacement scores.. The effect of

interest was marginally significant, F (1,65) = 3.65, p< .06,'the'effect

of sex was not'significant, F (1,65) = 1.31, and the interaction of sex

x interest was ngot significant, F (1,65) = .02. The effect oi scoring

syrnyms as correct wat to increase the average correct cloze score

fOr the total sample from 14.0 to 16.8 and to inCrease threstandard

deviation from 7.2 to 8.5. The
0

fact that the interest effect is sii-ghtly

weaker here is probably due to the increased variability associated with

including synonymt as correct.

I.

A

41111.

2 0
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The slightly-elevated standard deviation suggests that the effect

' of scoring synonyms was to soMewhat widen the gap between good alqui+poor

readers. Ta examine directly whether higher achrievers produced more

synonyms than law'achievers the samplewas divided at the median achieve-

ment-tesiscore and a 2 x 2 x 2 (Sex x Interest x Achievement Level)

. .analysis.of vagiance was performed with number ofesynonyms as the dependent

measure. These data are presented VI Table 3. As expected, the effect

of achievementlever, was significant, F (1,62) = 23.21, p< .001, with

higher achiev
)
g c

h
ildren producing more synonyms than lower-achleving

children. The effece of sex was also significant, F (1,62) =

p< -.05 with boys Tiroducing 'more synonyms *hen girls. The effect of

interest was not 'significant, F (1,62)-= .27; children produced a similar

number cif synonyms in the high- and low-interest conditions. None of

the interactil5ns beitween the main.effects(Were significant or approached

s.ign(ficance. .

t Table 3 about here

.Finallyelanalyses were performed to compare.the relationship of

standardized reading achievement test scores to cloze scores whenionly

exact replacements were accepted versus' exact replacements plus synonyms.

For the total sampl.e the-correlation between standardized achievement

test scores and cloze scores based o,exact replacements only was r (68)=

.49, p< .05. The correlation when cloze scores inctuded synonyms was

r (68) = .53, p< .05. This small change in the correlation follows from

the fact that the correlation between the two types of cloze scores is

JP

21.
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very high, r.(68) = .98, p< .001. Synonyms were low frequency responses.

Even .though certain children produced more synonyms than others the

occurrence of synonyms_was too infrequent to alter greatly the distribution

of cloze scores.

e.
Discussion

-Results of this experiment pa4ially'peicate and partially qualify
#

earlier4findings. Using the exact repla ment scoring-system tradition-.
IP

-(

ally employed, children were f und to read etter on high- than low-

41i1

interest material. This resuit indicates that the effect of interest is

not dependent on contrast effects that might be part of a within-subjects

design. Children performed better on high-interest p sages even when

they were unaware of the range of topics avai,,9b1TnJthe experiment. In

this sense, the present experiment, with e tween-subjects design, repli-
.

cated the original findings of Asher and Markel! (1974).

The results qualify the original findlings insofar as sex and interest

did not interact; both boys and girls did better on high- than low-interest

material. Asher and Markell found that boys' performance*was strongly

affected by the ntent of reading material while girls' performance was

only slightly af ected. One difference between the two experiments

the type of reseanch design employed. However, the potential role of this

factor is probably minimal given some other.recent data. In a study

examining interest effects on black and white children's reading compre-

, hensi4n, boys and girls were tested with a within-subjects design (Asher,I976).

2 2
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Boys and girls of both races performed better on h than low-interest

material. Apparently, then,!the effect of interest on comprehension for

gir

!

s is not a function of the type of esearch. design emp4oyed.

(Another explanation has to do with pos ible secular or cultural

changes. Girls in the past may have been mort willing to work hard on a

task even though it was uninteresting. Perhaps changing definitions)of

sex-roles are leaditg-girls to be less oriented toward meeting external
.

1,
-

..,

standards and more concerned with internal criteria such as theiT, interest

in the task. The rather short tir6 Inter-Vial between the original study

AO' )

and the present eXperiment Makes this interpretation highly speculative

but nonetheless possibly correct.

Perhaps the most plausible interpretation is that the type of interest

effects obtained is a function of tHe developmental level of the children

tested. The boys and girls in Asher and Markell's study were signifiCantly

dif'ferent on the school-administered rea g achievement test, with girls

achieving nigher scores. 0.contrast, boys and girls in thepresent

study and the other recent study (Asher, 1976) did not significantly differ

A

on the same test. All three studies were conducted with fifth grade

children. From previous literature it appears that sex differences in

reading comprehension are 1n a\transitional phase about this age level

(Gates, 1961; Hughes, 1953; Stroud and Lindquest, 1942) with sex differences

in comprehension rather consistently obtained with younger children, non-

existent at later ages, and inconsistent4y obtained in fifth grade.

1/4
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One intriguing possibility is that the gap lin achlevemeA test Relit

formarys narrows in the later years not-simply because boys "catch 'up"

but because girls b ome motivated to excel only if the task is appealing

/to them. In
A

this 9ese, girls, like boys, woUld begin to shov effects of

1
f

interebston their reading comprehension. They, too, would be particulari,lr
(

motivated when the material is appealing ta read. If tOis inte'rpretation
'

is c rect then studies at grade levels where sex dffferences typically

11
q .

,. ...
occur .g.,fourth grade) should find strong interest effectsifor boys

and weaker effects for girls. Studies at grade levels where s and

girls typically'performalike (e.g. sixth'gi.ade) should sho-w

1

effeCts of interest for both sexes. Thus further reSearch is needed

establish the conditions under which thelhterest effect is obtained

for both sexes versus boys only.

Another purpose of the present eAaeriment was to sess the relative

correlations of cloze performance 4ith standardized test performance when

synonyms areOr are not acceptied as correct responses. The data support
r:

the findings of Ruddell (1964) that including synonyms only slightly

increases the correlation of-cloze scores with standardized achievement

test scores. However, inspection of the perrmance of different groups

of children suggests that scoring synonyms as correct does have differential

effects across hildren: Children who are higher achievers produced

more synonyms well A rkre exact nesponses. In addition, boyS were

founCi to'produce a significantly greater number of synonyms than girls

4

2 4
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These findings suggest that, depending on the purpose of an experiment,
a lie.f

'it may be useful to score synonyms,as correct. jhe general biaS' in the

literatuye mainst accepting synog'yms may be lead,Ingt2 the joss of valuable
.

,

1
,

informa'tionohen the individual rather than theWSsage 1% the unit of . ,

analysis.

A final purpose of44he present study was to exaMlne whether'children

'd le,produce more or less synonyms on high-ip ter ft-.materiaj. The finding was

that a similar number of synonyms was produced on high- and low-interest

,

material. Thus it seems unlikely tbat the inclubion of:synonyms wili ,

7

substantially alter the .pattern of results obtained in studies of interest,

, effects. Still, th Assue might be re-examinel in future reSearch. The

encyclopedia mate l'used in the present research, lthough oriUen fOr'

children in thI fourth grade or above (Walsh, 1973), is'quite chall ngl.ng

(Wier and Markell, 1974). Material of a less difficult natu e might,yield

a different pattern of synonym production.

Part of the bias against accepting synonyms as correct replacements
4

results from the decreased scoring objectivity. In the present sftlY,

tfle interjudge reliability using coefficient Kappa was quite satisfactory.

The scoring of synonyms as correct did not lead toia serious loss of

objectivity. As a further caution, a response was scored as h synonym if

two out of three judges independently so decided: Givem the low probtib-,_

ility that a judge will classify a response as a synonym, this is basica*,

a conservative procedure that results in only a small increase in each

child's score. Still, the scoring of synonyms produced some interesting
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findings across groups of children, Fufither research-will indicate

A-whether the gains ilrnew informationObutweigh the costs ofeding a someWhat

1
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4

more Omplicated scoring procedure.
a

k

Further research is also needed to learn why children read better

One possibility is that childrenon high- than low-interest material.
.

are more motivated on high-intirbst Assages and attend more, work harderl-

eic. Another possibilitY is that children comprehend moreof high=interest

material because they are mor'e know4edgeable about the content. One

approach to evaluating these explanation5owouid be to provide a strong

external incentive for trying hard on both types of ceading limterial.. This

could indicate whether children are able to Comprehen0,as much of lOw-

_as high-interescmaterjal when.they are mofivated;to :do well on,both.

Whi\chever explanation of.:the interest effect is ultimately supported,,,

it appears that researchers or teachers seeking to assess children's

competence in readrng comprehension have reason to consider care'fully
;

their selection of passage topics. Assignment of passages based on an

individualized assessment of children's interests appears to facilitate

children4s reading comprehension.
.00

3

2 6



Children's Comprehensio0

25

Test Reference

Educational Development Series. Elementary level Form A. Scholastic

i.

Testing Service. Bensenville, Illinois: Scholist Testing Service,

it

n.

' 'z't;

- : -

r.

27

t.

-iork

it



0

References

Children's Comprehension

26

Asher, S. 1:1: The effect of interest on reading comprehension for blacks
children and white children. Unpublished manuscript, University of
Illinois, 1976.

Asher, S. R. and Maricell, R. A. Sex differences in comprehension of
high- and low-interest material. Journal of Educational Psychology,
1974, 66 680-687.
-

Bernstein, M. R. The relationshipliptween interest and reading compre-

11
hension. Journal of Educz;tional Research, 1955, 49 283-288.

dig

armuth, J. R. alidftis of grammatical and semantic classifications
of cloze test scores. Proceedings of the Internati,onal Reading
Association 1965, 10 283-286.

Bormuth, J. R. Comparable cloze and multiple-choice comprehension
test scores. Journal of Reading, 1967, 10 291-299.

Bormuth, J. R. Empirical determination of the instructional reading
level. Procsedings of the International Reading Association* 1968,

' 13 716-721.

Oritannica Junior Encyclopedia. Chicago: Encyclopedia Britannica,
1970.

Cohen, J. A coefficient of agreement for nominal scales. Educational
and PSychologicak Mbasurement,'1960, 20 37-46.

Dorsel, T. N. Preference--success assumption in education. Journal of
. Educitional PSYChology, 1q75, 67 ,514-520.

*
Gates,-A. I. Sex differences in reading ab,ility. Elementary School

Journal 1961, 61, 431-434. -

Hughes, M. Sex tlifferences in riadingchievement in the elementary grades.
In H. M. Robinson (Ed.), Clinical studies in reading II. Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1953.

tngsma, E. A. The cloze procedure: A survey of the research.
Occasional Papers in Reading, Indiana University, Schdbl of
education, 1974.

Klein, H. A. Interest and comprehension in sex-typed materia?s. Paper
presented. at the International Reading Association Conference, Kansas
City, Mioy 1969. (ERIC Document Reproduction Service No. ED 030 551)

28



Children's Comprehension

27

Light, R. J. Measures of response agreement for qualitative data: Some

generalizations and alternatives. Psychological Bulletin, 1971, 76,

365-377.

riankln, E. F., and Culhane, J. W. Comparable cloze and multiple-choice
test scores. Journal of Reading, 1969, 13 193-198.

Ruddell, R. A study of th doze comprehension technique in relatltn to
structurally controlle i reading material. Proa0edings of -he

r

°

International Reading ssociation, 21, 1964, 298-302.

Schoeftes, I. S. Cloze as a predictor of reading group placement. *Paper

presented at the meeting of the International Reading Association,
. Atlantic City, April 1971. (ERIC Document Reproduction Service No.
ED 053 868)

Snnayer, S. W. 'Some relationships between reading interests and reading
comprehension. Unpublished doctoral dissertation1. University of
California, Berkeley, 1967.

StanchfieldL J. M. The effect of high-interest materials on reading
. achievement in the first grade. National Reading Conference Yearboo ,

1967, 16, 58-61. ,

Stroud, J. B., and Lindquist, E. F. Sex differences in achievement in the
elementary and secondary schools. Journal of Educational Psychology,
I942,. 33 657-667. 40.

Taylor, W. L. "Cloze procedure:" A hew tool for measuring readability.
Journalism Quarterly, 1953, 30 415-433.

Walsh, S. Pt Generaj Encyclapedias'in Print 1973-1974! A Comparative

Analysis, New York: R. R. Bowker, 1973.

2 9



4,

Children's Comprehension.

Table 1

Agreements and Disagreements of

Synonym (S) and Non-SYnonym (g) Judgments

28

Observed

Judge A Judge A

g _

Judge B

s

: 71
dnu
-
e C Judge c

S '73 83

g W68 1 18
Judge B

19
J

1106 I 40

ExPected _

Judge A Judge A

g S g S

1043 I 103 i 97

Judge B Judge C
I983

Judge C
82 8

S
14PI 14 s

30

Judge B

5 s

1001 1 79
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Mean Adjusted Reading Preference Ratings, Exact

Cloze Scores, and Exact Plus Synonyn Cloze Scores

. Sex

JO.

interest Level ,8oys GI rl so,r
Reading Preference Ratings

High 4:55 - 417

Low 3.13 3.77

Exact Clole Scores

High

Low

15.99

13.10 11.96

Exact Plus Synonym Cloze8cores----

High

Low

19.74

16.18

17.53

14.41

31



Interest Level

High

Low

Childrents COmprehantTal .

JO

Table 3

Mean Number co, Synonyms Produced

High Achievers

Low AchieviIrs )

High Achle rs

Low Achievers

(11.-

Sex

&joys Girls

5.33 2.88.

2.33

4.30

1.70

3.56

2.00 1.45

4


